Abstract: Mindfulness practice and character strengths have been determined as being two separate positive psychology interventions (PPIs). However, to date, no programme has researched and investigated the effects of combining these theoretically interlinked practices together, with the aim of enhancing wellbeing from a positive psychology perspective. The current controlled study was designed to establish the effectiveness of an 8-week online mindfulnessbased character strengths practice (MBSP) on wellbeing, for the general population. Nineteen participants completed the MBSP programme, and 20 participants were placed in a nointervention control group. Self-report questionnaires, including Satisfaction With Life Scale, Flourishing Scale, Positive Psychotherapy Inventory, and a Signature Strengths Inventory Scale, were used to evaluate the levels of wellbeing and flourishing pre-and post-intervention. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests found that MBSP participants scored significantly higher in all four measures post-MBSP, whereas participants in the control group did not, with the only exception of a slight increase in satisfaction with life scores. The study found MBSP to be the first PPI programme aimed at the general population, which explicitly focuses on character strengths to elicit significant positive changes and increase levels of wellbeing. Given our preliminary results, larger samples utilising randomised control trial methods should attempt to confirm these preliminary findings. The programme's future is promising, since its application appears to have great potential to positively influence people's lives, thus moving closer to the goal of increasing societal flourishing.
Introduction
Within the field of positive psychology, the topics of mindfulness and character strengths have become two of the most significant resources for achieving optimal human functioning (Niemiec, Rashid, & Spinella, 2012) . Either of these two elements is capable of being heightened individually (Hart, Ivtzan, & Hart, 2013) . However, despite theoretical and conceptual overlap , these drivers of human flourishing (or eudaimonic wellbeing) have only ever been applied separately. Consequently, there is great potential to create a PPI by intertwining these two elements with the aim of enhancing wellbeing, as opposed to more typical interventions in psychology which often aim at fixing or alleviating problems (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2008) . In response to this, Niemiec (2014) has recently developed a PPI aimed at the general population, known as the Mindfulness-Based Strengths Practice (MBSP). good character and human goodness. The result was the VIA (Values-In-Action) classification of strengths, a universally valid classification system devised of 24 character strengths categorised into a six-virtue categorisation: courage, humanity, justice, temperance, transcendence, and wisdom (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005) .
The tool used to explore and measure these is the VIA classification, known as the VIA-IS. These virtues have now become common language used to describe the psychological ingredients of what is best in people (Niemiec, 2012) . Hence, the VIA classification is now contrasted to the traditional psychology classification systems, which have focused on illness and disease (e.g., DSM-V; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The creation of the VIA-IS has consequently become a popular tool among practitioners, therapists, and consultants.
Character strengths can be likened to trait-based personality types; however, they are slightly less stable, since they vary in degree within particular life domains, such as work and family . Ultimately, character strengths are those unique human qualities, which all of us possess, that can be cultured and developed in consideration of the context one is in (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & Minhas, 2011) . The understanding of character strengths is important for any individual because they define who we are -highlighting our authentic self, or, put differently, our unique "identity." This is most clearly demonstrated by those character strengths which come most naturally to us -known as our "signature strengths."
A recent empirical review of research from the last 10 years examining character strengths (using the VIA classification system) has highlighted many associations between character strengths and positive outcomes (Niemiec, 2013) . For example, research has suggested a strong association between specific character strengths and satisfaction with life (SWL), while a greater overall score of all 24 character strengths has been correlated with subjective wellbeing (SWB) (Ruch, Huber, Beermann, & Proyer, 2007) . Furthermore, research has investigated which character strengths are associated with life satisfaction (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010) , and which buffer us in times of poor physical and psychological wellness (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2006) .
Research by Seligman, Steen, Park and Peterson (2005) , investigating original PPIs, has demonstrated the positive benefits of signature strengths being used as an intervention. The study found that inviting people to use their signature strengths in new and different ways for a number of days led to significant increases in the levels of happiness, and decreases in depressive symptoms. These effects were sustained at a six-month follow-up, and the overall findings have been more recently supported (Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012) . Further research has confirmed that having character strength knowledge and using one's signature strengths are associated with greater SWB and psychological wellbeing (PWB) (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley, Nielsen, Gillett, & Biswas-Diener, 2010) . Therefore, compared to the mindfulness literature, character strengths are being used as a PPI; however, there is yet to be a programme devoted to exploring character strengths in the general population to build components of human flourishing and wellbeing.
Mindfulness and character strengths
Looking at how mindfulness and character strengths are connected, simply by exploring the definition of mindfulness in more detail, a strong relationship between the two clearly emerges (Coffey, Hartman, & Fredrickson, 2010) . Bishop et al. (2004) define mindfulness through two core elements, which are based upon two character strengths. The first element of mindfulness describes the practice of attention focus, based upon the character strength of self-regulation for attending to the specific moment. The second element of mindfulness refers to the nonjudgmental quality of that focused attention, grounded on the strength of curiosity to allow for an attitude of openness and acceptance. Moreover, in the original VIA classification work , reference was given to mindfulness trainings and to the temperance and courage virtues (Niemiec, 2012) . Research exploring the links between mindfulness and character strengths is rather limited. One study has found that the more time one spends using their character strengths, the greater levels of mindfulness one has (Jarden et al., 2012) . Further research studies have found that the character strengths of creativity and judgment correlated with mindfulness (Sugiura, 2004) , and that hope/optimism increased as a result of mindfulness practice (Carson et al., 2004) .
Theoretically, little has been discussed about the overall integration and mutual impact of mindfulness and character strengths. Baer (2009) (Nhat Hanh, 1993; Nhat Hanh & Cheung, 2010) , can be connected with character strengths (see Niemiec, 2012) . Niemiec (2012) examined each training, suggesting that character strengths could promote mindful living. For example, the training of Loving Speech and Deep Listening, underpinning and being used in conjunction with compassion/kindness, can deepen the experience of relationships. Niemiec, Rashid, and Spinella (2012) have explained how these two elements of mindfulness and strengths have the potential for growth and self-improvement; they also highlighted more explicitly how a connection between them does exist. They argue that there is potential for integrating the two practices together to create a virtuous circle of positive impact or, as they allude to, an upward positive spiral (Fredrickson, 2001) . By this, they explain how mindfulness can help one to express their character strengths in a way that is balanced and is sensitive to the context they are in. Also, they illustrate how character strengths can bolster an individual's mindfulness practice by overcoming typical obstacles and distractions, thus enhancing mindfulness (Niemiec, 2014) .
Mindfulness-based Strengths Practice (MBSP)
Merging the conceptual links of mindfulness and character strengths, Niemiec (2014) developed the Mindfulness-Based Strengths Practice (MBSP), a programme designed to explicitly focus on what is best in people. The MBSP practice involves meditations, exercises, and discussions to encourage participants to enhance their engagement with life to increase levels of wellbeing (Niemiec et al., 2013) . The programme is built upon Thich Nhat Hanh's mindfulness work, which is based on mindful living (Nhat Hanh, 1993) ; on the other hand, it is grounded within the character strength research developed by . The unique aspect of MBSP is how mindfulness is combined with strengths, providing a unique synergy between these two forces of positive psychology (Niemiec, 2013) .
In essence, MBSP operates from four universal assumptions of human beings (Niemiec, 2014) . Firstly, individuals have the power to build their character strengths and mindfulness. Secondly, people can use their mindfulness ability and their character strengths to deepen selfawareness, foster insight, build a life of meaning and purpose, form relationships, and reach their goals. Thirdly, individuals who practise MBSP can use their core qualities in a more balanced and proficient manner. Fourth and finally, applying character strengths to mindfulness practice and mindful living will encourage individuals to become more consistent, as well as enable them to reap more benefits from their mindfulness practice.
Mindfulness-Based Strength Practice
Ivtzan, Niemiec, & Briscoe www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org 5
The present study
Despite promising pilot data for MBSP as a PPI (Niemiec & Lissing, 2016; Niemiec, 2014) , further research is required to test the effectiveness of the programme. The objective of the current study was to demonstrate that participants who completed the MBSP programme would have greater levels of wellbeing and flourishing than those in a no-intervention control group. The hypothesis was that participants in the MBSP group would show higher levels of wellbeing, as predicted by higher scores on the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), Flourishing Scale (FS), the Positive Psychotherapy Inventory, and the Signature Strengths Inventory (SSI), compared to participants in the control group.
Method

Participants and design
The study used a control design consisting of one experimental MBSP group and one nointervention control group. Participants in the experimental condition (n = 19) completed the 8-week programme and those in the control condition (n = 20) did not receive any intervention. All participants were recruited from the general adult population, with an inclusion criterion of 18 years and above. Participants in the MBSP group were recruited online via the VIA Institute's website, which advertised the 8-week MBSP programme to the general public. The control group was also recruited from the general population, an opportunity sample, in the UK. The mean age of those in the MBSP group was 50.24 (SD = ± 6.97, range = 30 or 31-70), with seven (37%) male and 12 (63%) female participants. The mean age of participants in the control group was 49.30 (SD = ± 8.37, range = 25), with nine (45%) male and 11 (55%) female participants. Ethical approval for the control group was gained from the University of East London's research ethics committee, and the MBSP sample was ethically approved by the VIA Institute. The leading practitioner of the MBSP was an experienced individual who had vast knowledge about mindfulness and character strengths. This person was also capable of safely guiding participants through personal exploration and potentially life-changing exercises. Participants in the control group did not complete the MBSP but were offered a VIA Me report (character strengths report offered by VIA Institute, worth USD20) as a participation gift, and were also supplied with further information regarding the MBSP programme. All participants were over the age of 18 and were able to give full consent to answering the self-report measures online, where their anonymity was protected and their answers were kept confidential. All participants understood their right to withdraw throughout the research process, and during the study no ethical issues were raised.
Measures
Four self-report measures were used to assess participants' levels of happiness, flourishing, engagement and signature strengths use.
Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS: Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985 ) is a five-item selfreport measure of global life satisfaction. Participants respond on a 7-point Likert scale ("Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree") to each item (e.g., "I am satisfied with my life"). A higher overall score of the measure indicates a higher global life satisfaction. The SWLS has strong internal reliability (r =.87) and moderate temporal stability, as indicated by test-retest reliability (r =.82) (Diener et al., 1985) . The scale has been widely used and has demonstrated good psychometric properties across many studies (Diener et al., 1985; Diener, Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000) . Flourishing Scale (Diener, Lucas, Schimmack, & Helliwell, 2009 ) is an eight-item measure designed to assess participants' self-perceived success in areas identified as important for psychological flourishing, including relationships, meaning, purpose, self-esteem, and optimism. This scale captures eudaimonic or psychological dimensions of wellbeing, such as the need for competence, relatedness, and self-acceptance (Ryff, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2001) which are essential for enabling optimal human functioning. Each item is phrased in a positive direction and the answers are measured on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A high score on the scale indicates respondents have a positive self-image in important areas of functioning . The scale has a Cronbach's alpha of .86 and temporal stability over a 1-month period (r = .71., N = 261, p < .001) .
Engagement is an important element relating to using one's strengths to live a more absorbing life, and, ultimately, a flourishing life. This was measured using the Positive Psychotherapy Inventory (Rashid, 2008) , which includes several questions on the pleasant life, the meaningful life, and the engaged life. For the purposes of this study, the seven items in relation to the engaged life were presented, where participants were asked to state how much they agreed with the statements on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 to 3. A total score for engagement was calculated from the seven questions relating to knowledge, activities, problem-solving, concentration, flow, management, and accomplishment.
There are measures of strengths use in the literature (e.g., Wood et al., 2011) ; however, none target the use of signature strengths (i.e., those character strengths most essential or central to who the person is). Therefore, four questions on signature strengths use were used, courtesy of the VIA Institute on Character. This will be referred to as the Signature Strengths Inventory (SSI), which has not been previously validated. These questions include: 1) Signature strengths/flourishing link (i.e. "My greatest fulfilments in life occur when I express those parts of myself that are core to who I am"), 2) Signature strengths -work (i.e. "My work is an expression of who I am at my core, not just something I do well"), 3) Signature strengthsrelationships (i.e. "My personal relationships give me the opportunity to express the best parts of myself") 4) Signature strengths -community (i.e. "My activities in my community are vehicles by which I express my best self"). Participants scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1-5 ("Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree"), where higher scores indicate greater use of their signature strengths.
Procedure and apparatus
Two MBSP groups performed one after another, spaced over a period of a few months. Participants selected their preferred programme date; the first group had nine participants and the second had 10. Once the first MBSP group had finished its final weekly session, the second group began its first session. It should be stated that not all participants in the MBSP condition completed all eight sessions. Of the 19 participants, 13 completed all eight sessions, five completed seven sessions, and one completed six sessions.
All participants completed the short self-report questionnaires online via email at preintervention (baseline), and, after an 8-week period (post-intervention), participants were contacted again via email to re-complete the measures and to send them back by email to the researcher. The data collected included participants' age, gender, and scores of the four selfreport measures: Satisfaction with Life, Flourishing Scale, Engagement, and Signature Strengths use. It took an average of five minutes to complete all the self-report measures.
The intervention programme for this study was executed online. There is growing evidence in support of online/web-based mindfulness interventions (Krusche et al., 2012) . Studies using online mindfulness interventions revealed a variety of benefits, including improvements to wellbeing (Mak et al., 2015) , resilience, and vigour (Aikens et al., 2014) , reduced stress, anxiety, and depression (Cavanagh et al., 2013) , and improved happiness, quality of life, and flourishing (Feicht et al., 2013 ), compared to control groups. MBSP: Participants in the MBSP condition logged in each week online, using a password, via the eMindful platform, to connect to the practitioner and the other participants in the group session. The sessions each lasted two hours, consisting of a variety of exercises and practices, similar to other mindfulness-based programmes such as the MBSR, which is also available online. Each of the sessions followed the same key structure, which included: an opening meditation, character strengths breathing space, dyads or group discussion reviewing the practice of mindfulness and strengths, a review of previous sessions (what went well) and set homework exercises, introduction to new material, an experiential mindfulness-based character strengths exercise, a virtue circle (or debrief) discussion, suggested homework exercises for the next session, and finally closing with a character strengths reflection.
Each session was built around a centerpiece exercise that was unique to that session. Week 1: Participants were invited to engage in a practical experience, where they approached an object (a raisin) as if they were encountering it for the very first time, an exercise pioneered by KabatZinn (1990) . Week 2: The group identified their unique character strengths by engaging with the VIA character strengths, as well as spotting strengths in stories. Week 3: Participants performed a statue meditation, whereby they experienced the application of integrating mindfulness and character strengths, learning about obstacles to mindfulness and how character strengths use could deepen the experience of mindfulness practice. Week 4: The main exercise was a mindful walk, where participants gained insight into how mindfulness could be incorporated into daily life and how character strengths could be easily embedded into many daily activities. Week 5: The session's centerpiece was a loving-kindness meditation, which was followed by a strengthexploration meditation that demonstrated to the participants how specific character strengths could be targeted and built within meditation. Week 6: Participants engaged in a character strengths 360 review, whereby they were given awareness of their signature strengths, unrecognised strengths, weaker strengths, and strengths with potential to work on. Using meditation, participants saw how they could reframe and manage any issues they might have had. Week 7: Using the best possible self-exercise, participants were able to see how the MBSP programme could guide future plans and goals. Week 8: Participants shared their best personal bits together, highlighting what they had learnt from the programme and the potential areas of growth they had experienced.
Results
To examine the effect of the 8-week MBSP programme, participants' scores at baseline and after the 8-week period were inputted and analysed in an SPSS 20 software package. A KolomogorovSmirnov test of normality was conducted and histograms were produced, which found that there was no homogeneity of variance between the datasets from the two groups. Therefore, the requirements for conducting parametric independent sample t-tests between the two conditions were not justified. Owing to the skewed baseline data between the two conditions, only statistical comparisons could be made between pre-and post-intervention within the two groups. As a result, non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were conducted to test the hypothesis of whether the MBSP programme would increase wellbeing, engagement, and signature strengths use. Table 1 above shows the median scores from the two sample groups on the four wellbeing measures at baseline and 8 weeks later. The MBSP group had an overall increase in the average scores for all four of the wellbeing measures. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests demonstrating the exact one-tailed significance showed that the 8-week MBSP programme did elicit statistically significant changes and medium-to-large effect sizes in all four measures, including: SWL scores from pre (Median = 28.00) to post-intervention (Median = 30.00), z = -2.54, p = .004, r = 0.41, FS scores from pre (Median = 49.00) to post-intervention (Median = 51.50), z = -2.64, p = .003, r = 0.62, Engagement scores from pre (Median = 17.00) to post-intervention (Median = 18.00), z = -2.62, p = .003, r = 0.62, and SSI scores from pre (Median = 17.00) to post (Median = 18.00), z = 2.41, p = .008, r = 0.57. The significant differences between pre-and post-intervention measures and the large effect sizes suggest that the MBSP did elicit post-intervention positive impact on wellbeing, thus supporting the hypothesis that the MBSP programme would increase wellbeing. Further analysis was conducted on the control group to see if there were any differences in pre-and post-intervention scores after the 8-week period. Using Wilcoxon signed-rank tests, it was found that for three out of the four measures there were no significant differences: FS scores from pre-(Median = 44.00) to post-intervention (Median = 45.00), z = -1.00, p = .157, r = 0.22, Engagement scores from pre-(Median = 15.00) to post-intervention (Median = 14.50), z = -0.44 , p = .347, r = 0.10, SSI scores from pre-(Median = 15.00) to post-intervention (Median = 15.00), z = -.672, p = .275, r = 0.15. However, for SWL, a significant difference was found between pre-(Median = 26.50) and post-intervention (Median = 28.00), z = -2.05, p = .023, r = 0.50 measures.
Discussion
Statistical analysis of the MBSP group has successfully shown a significant difference between participants' scores at baseline, compared to post-programme scores. This indicates that the MBSP has a positive impact on wellbeing. However, the lack of homogeneity of variance between the two groups should be taken into consideration, and caution should be exercised when interpreting the results. Participants in the control group did not have any statistical differences in three out of the four measures; however, this support is slightly hindered, since SWL scores increased after the 8-week period. Overall, the research findings support the hypothesis that the MBSP programme does positively increase levels of wellbeing, including SWL, flourishing, engagement, and signature strengths use, and is therefore applicable as a PPI for the general population. Therefore, these initial findings do suggest relevance and positive implications for the potential of the MBSP to boost levels of flourishing. These findings will be examined in more detail, and will be followed by some limitations of the study and future research directions.
This study offers initial suggestions that finding one's character strengths through exercises, such as the character strengths 360, helps individuals to gain insight into their set of character strengths. By understanding which character strengths allow one to be their best (signature strengths) and also to raise awareness of those that they do not engage with regularly (wider strengths spotting), individuals' wellbeing can be positively enhanced. Additionally, by using mindfulness to identify the "golden mean," namely, to which degree, and which potential combinations of character strengths could apply to appropriate situations (Linley, 2008; Niemiec, 2014) , individuals become more savvy about living life to their full potential. Overall, the online programme of MBSP drew positive effects, becoming the first MBI to utilise character strengths, and enabling participants to learn and engage with this language and practice to improve levels of wellbeing and flourishing.
The study also supports the body of research on mindfulness which suggests that this practice is correlated with positive wellbeing effects (Brown & Kasser, 2005; Shapiro et al., 2008; Carson t al., 2004) . However, this research has demonstrated that MBSP is the first validated MBI programme which utilises signature strengths to build positive outcomes, supporting the research that character strengths use does enhance wellbeing in the form of SWL (Linley et al., 2010; Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2009; Peterson & Peterson, 2008; Seligman et al., 2005) .
Whilst the overall findings from the control group do enhance the suggestion that MBSP is a worthwhile and successful PPI, there are a number of limitations that would have to be taken into account. Participants in the control group did increase in SWL. However, there are reasons which could potentially explain this increase. Firstly, SWL, as a measure of happiness, is argued by some to be a less stable measure of assessment, whereby current moods and life circumstances may possibly change over a relatively short period of time (Yardley & Rice, 1991) . However, this appears to be unlikely, since the current mood has been shown to have little to no effect on one's overall judgment of life satisfaction (Pavot & Diener, 2008) . Moreover, the SWLS has displayed high levels of internal consistency in previous research (Diener et al., 2000) .
A second potential reason is that the simple process of monitoring one's happiness, namely, by completing a scale, may have acted as an intervention in itself, increasing participants' scores on this SWB measure. Therefore, it is possible that control participants experienced a boost in subjective wellbeing because of these reasons. Other limitations to consider include the lack of longitudinal data; future studies could test the programme's impact at 1 month and 6 months following the programme's end, to see whether or not the positive influence is maintained throughout time. One final limitation is the small sample size; future studies could follow up with a larger sample size that would make it easier to confirm the programme's effect on wellbeing.
To further examine the potential of MBSP as a wider intervention, the implementation of different scales into the research design would enable the examination of MBSP to help individuals deal with deficiencies and psychological distress. This is highlighted because the MBSP does also have a focus on helping individuals with these matters (not just PPI aims). One only has to examine session 6 of the MBSP programme to see that the exercises are aimed at resolving and managing difficulties as well (Niemiec, 2014) . Therefore, MBSP could also be
